INTRODUCTION
Molluscs are the only group among the numerous groups of animals comprising 130 000 species distributed all over the world which inhabit both aquatic and terrestrial environments. Representatives of two taxonomic classes of the Mollusca live in freshwater environments, namely the Gastropoda (slugs and snails) and the Bivalvia [Jura 2007 ]. As they are not particularly mobile and often even sedentary animals (mainly in the case of bivalves), they are reliable longterm indicators of local pollution, understood as a sum of biotic and abiotic influences in environment [Protasowicki & Niedźwiecki 1995] . For instance, it is thanks to molluscs that periodical discharge of toxic wastewater is possible to detect [Chojnacki 1998 ]. The ability of molluscs to serve as pollution indicators allows for evaluating a relative level of water contamination with toxic substances, assuming that concentrations of these substances in mollusc tissues are proportional to their concentrations in water [JurkiewiczKarnkowska 1998 , 2003 , 2004 , Oertel 1998 ]. Therefore, molluscs have proved particularly useful as bioindicators of water contamination with toxic substances and acidization of environment. They are also important for so-called emergency population warnings, being used for detection of unfavorable changes in water quality, for instance in waterworks systems [Jurkiewicz- Karnkowska 1998 Karnkowska , 2004 .
Unfortunately, progressively increasing pollution of aquatic ecosystems, caused mainly by human activity, contributes to a drop in the abundance of this group of invertebrates. Presently, several mollusc species are threatened with extinction and many species are legally protected. Therefore, conducting faunistic studies on this group of invertebrates in Poland is recommended, especially in regions where little is known about native mollusc fauna (e.g. in small water courses of Pomerania). Such studies will not only allow to make a list of areas where protected species of freshwater molluscs occur, but will also facilitate undertaking appropriate measures to protect these species.
MATERIAL AND METHODS
Mollusc material discussed in the present study was collected at monthly intervals during the period of research on macrobenthic fauna conducted from 21 December 2004 to 12 December 2006. The material was collected in the upper reaches of the river, using a bottom scraper, at four research stations along a river stretch situated 10 km away from the headstreams in the neighborhood of the settlement of Wisławie, as far as the town of Maszewo (Figure 1 ). The collected material was transferred to a laboratory, sifted through 0.45 mm mesh sieves and preserved with 70% buffered alcohol. The samples prepared in this way were arranged according to systematic groups and then qualitative identification was conducted. Detailed taxonomic identification of the molluscs was based on conchological features used in the studies by Piechocki [1979] and Piechocki & Dyduch-Falniowska [1993] .
RESULTS
Malacofauna of the river Stepnica was represented by 3 genera and 14 species of the Mollusca (Table 1) found at the research station no. 2, situated in the town of Maszewo. At the remaining stations only representatives of the Gastropoda were recorded; they were encountered in the highest numbers at the research station no. 3, in the town of Radzanek, whereas only two gastropod species were recorded at the station no. 1 (Wisławie), and only one at the station no. 4 (Maszewo) ( Table 1) .
Among the recorded molluscs there were both freshwater species common in Poland and protected species, as well as species threatened with extinction in Poland and in Europe. The species threatened with extinction in Europe found in the river Stepnica included one gastropod species: Theodoxus fluviatilis (12 individuals), and three bivalve species: Pisidium henslowanum (37 individuals), Pisidium casertanum (42 individuals) and Pisidium pseudosphaerium (22 individuals). Furthermore, taxonomic composition of the Bivalvia in the river Stepnica included also two species protected in Poland: Sphaerium solidum and Sphaerium rivicola, represented by 16 and 2 individuals respectively (Table 1) .
DISCUSSION
The upper reaches of the river Stepnica, where the study was conducted, were characterized by specific environmental conditions. According to Raczyńska et al. [2013] , from the point of view of hydromorphological quality, ecological condition of the four research stations on the river Stepnica ranged from poor to bad and did not meet standards of the Water Framework Directive. This was due to a low diversity of natural morphological elements and a considerable amount of alterations caused by human activity taking place on the river in the past. A hydrochemical study of the river revealed that its ecological condition was less than good, especially at the research station no. 3, in the town of Radzanek, and at the research station no. 4, in the town of Maciejewo. During the studies, hydrogen sulfide was detected at the Radzanek station (no. 3); the presence of the compound had a negative impact on the river biocenosis [Raczyńska et al. 2013 ]. The impact of these facts on the molluscs was noted during the studies, since the most abundant population of these animals was found at the research station no. 2 in the town of Maszewo, where water quality was the highest. It was also the only station where the presence of bivalves was recorded in the course of the studies ( Table 1 Pisidium sp. 8 8
Pisidium amnicum 13 13
Pisidium casertanum 42 42
Pisidium henslowanum 37 37
Pisidium milium 52 52
Pisidium pseudosphaerium 22 22 
CONCLUSIONS
Unexpectedly, in the river Stepnica, a minor water course in Western Pomerania, strongly altered by human activity and vulnerable to pollution, mollusc species have been found. They are not only legally protected in Poland but also featured on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. The results of the present study lead to a conclusion than in spite of locally occurring ecological disasters, populations of natural inhabitants are still present in the studied river and they may easily and dynamically expand their ecological structures, thus lead to increased biodiversity.
